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The Effective Use
of Computers in the
Reading Curriculum
Greg Bolak

can often fall far short of their pronounced
claims. There are two important elements
that are overlooked that concern the student;
sending the child to the computer without any
explanation of the lesson or how the
computer is to be used. Sending the learner to
the computer without any introduction or
practice on a skill is inviting disaster. Equally
catastrophic is assuming the child knows how
to use the computer. Teaching the function of
the keyboard is an objective in itself. Why are
the keys scattered? Do I enter a letter or
whole word? Do I push the space bar or the
return key? How do I erase my mistakes? Why
did everything disappear when I pushed the
reset button? These are only a few of the
questions that will be asked at one time or
another, usually when you are trying to
interact with other students engaged in
another lesson. A teacher must also take into
account the difficulty of the directions that
appear on the screen. Imagine what can go
through the mind of a primary unit student
who is working on beginning sounds, if the
entire face of the monitor is filled with
instructions.
In order to avoid problems before they
arise you must decide on what you wish to
accomplish, what programs relate to the
objective, how long will each child spend at
the computer, and what computer skills are
necessary to facilitate ease of the computer's
capabilities. Think of your reading curriculum
before you purchase any software. Word
games and speed reading programs may be
glamorous but useless if the thrust of your
program is comprehension skills. Keep your
purchases in line with your objectives! Time
on task is an important consideration. Has the
child demonstrated mastery of a specific
objective? If so, there is no reason for him to

As we enter the '80's we have become a
computerized society. The words mainframe,
micro, and data base became part of our
every day life. It was only a matter of time
before the advantages of microcomputers
were viewed in terms of academic growth.
This was a new frontier for both publishers
and pedagogues. Seeing the potential
market programmers and publishers wanted
to capitalize on it. Some produced well
thought out and sound educational
materials, while others threw together
anything and everything imaginable and
labeled it "educational." Teachers reacted in
one of three ways: suspicion, interest, or
support. Those who were suspicious
remembered the funds spent on the cure-alls.
Those who were interested realized the
possiblity of usefulness. Those who were
supportive saw the practicality in regard to
record keeping, review and motivation, but
only after serious consideration of their
reading programs. It matters little what
category you are in, computer assisted
instruction is here to stay. Why not take
advantage of it?
Perhaps the first thing to understand is
why computerized learning can fail. The
following items are the major inhibitors of
successful computer usage in the classroom.
Too often teachers rush into the purchase of
disks that look appealing. In their haste they
end up with a conglomeration of programs
that stress no particular objective or
objectives. Overuse is another pitfall.
Students do not need to be on the computer
every day. Too much computer instruction
causes the motivational value to decrease.
Buying disks without previewing them can be
a teacher's downfall and an advertiser's
delight. Programs that look great in a catalog
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keep pushing keys. The time spent on the
computer should be quality time and not
redundant. The computer can be excellent for
matching instructional level with the aptitude
of the learner, if used correctly. Prior to any
computer exercise the children should be
made aware of what will be asked of them.
The teacher should demonstrate how to
choose and enter answers so that the children
can effectively interact with the program.
This modeling will save time for everyone in
the classroom. If the instructor defines the
objectives, chooses the correct level of
difficulty, models the necessary behaviors,
and provides reinforcement from both the
teacher and the technology, the
microcomputer can be an excellent tool for
remediation, reinforcement, and enrichment.
If some of these techniques sound like the
effective teaching philosophy, you 're correct.

it. The software should reflect the grade level
of the students and be graduated in terms of
difficulty. Programs that start easy and
progress to hard provide needed success for
some students and a challenge for others.
Now that we have the format and
materials in hand, it is time to teach the
lessons. There are two of them, one deals with
curricular subject matter and the other on the
operation of the microcomputer to be used
by the child. Subject matter takes precedence
at all times. It is here that explanations are
given, questions are answered, directions are
given and activities provided. This is
something a computer cannot do well. Even a
"tutorial" program has few responses when
compared to a teacher. It is a fact that when it
comes to the introduction of lessons we
humans do a much better job. After the lesson
has been taught and practice activities
provided, we can utilize the technology. We
must first explain to the student how to
interact with the computer. We would do this
by stressing the appropriate keys, correction
of mistakes, and entering of a response. This
area of instruction takes on less and less
importance as the child becomes familiar
with a wider variety of programs and the
functions of the keyboard. The computer
adds another dimension to our activities and
one that is greatly enjoyed, if care is taken to
avoid confusion and disappointment in the
student.
While the children are engaged in the
computer assisted instruction we should
check to see what specific difficulty the
children are having with the given lesson. Do
the children truly understand the subject
matter? Is there a particular question or skill

In order to avoid a "shotgun" approach
to learning the teacher should determine
what objective or objectives are to be
stressed. In the reading lab we strive to
remediate or strengthen the areas of student
weakness. We must first determine the deficit
on which we will focus our attention. This can
be done by an item analysis of standardized
tests, diagnostic tests or teacher-made tests.
We then must determine whether or not there
are other elements or parts necessary to the
accomplishment of the broader objective. A
skill such as synonyms would be a singular
objective while comprehension is
multifaceted. Now we can begin to select
appropriate software. The software should
reflect the skills on which we will be working.
If at all possible, the teacher should preview
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motivate. Many of the programs use the
correct responses along with graphics to aid
the student in reaching a goal. Building a
moonbase, feeding animals, making words
disappear, and following a path to its end are
only a few of the items used to promote
correct responses. Our children accept the
challenge of computer lessons with the same
fervor that they accept the challenge of a
video game. The micro can easily focus and
direct the student's attention on the lesson at
hand. It can be used as a study carrel I without
the physical boundaries. The time spent at the
computer is, more often than not, quality time
and time spent involved with the lesson.
There is no denying the fact that the
computer has had a profound effect on
society. Computer training has been
mandated by many school districts,
encouraged by administrators, and
requested by parents. We as educators are
being asked to respond. By careful and well
thought out selection of material, knowledge
of the technology's potential, and meaningful
incorporation of computer assisted
instruction into our reading curriculum, we
can respond in a positive manner.

with which the majority of the class has
problems? These are two of the most
important areas to which we become
attuned. There are some programs with
teacher record keeping features that do this.
By going into the software's filing system a
child's or group's mistakes and positive
responses are documented. This information
can be used to pinpoint areas to be retaught.
Attention must also be paid to the child ' s
interplay with the program. If this is not a
concern, we could have a child whose
knowledge of the subject matter is adequate
but not reflected in his scoring due to
improper keyboard usage. By being alert we
can minimize the amount of unnecessary
mistakes.
Perhaps the strongest attribute of the
computer in education is its ability to give
immediate reinforcement, motivate, and
totally involve the student. With compute r
assisted instruction there is no lag time
between student response and reinforcement
of that reaction . The reinforcement can take
many forms because of the computer's
graphic capabilities. The same animated
graphics that provide reinforcement also
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